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 Dead Hand  
The whole point of the doomsday 

machine is lost if you keep it a secret! 
Why didn’t you tell the world?

Peter Sellers as ‘Dr. Strangelove’

I T MAY BE ONE OF THE FEW TIMES 
in American history where a popular movie 
could be said to have influenced the 
outcome of a presidential election. 
   Stanley Kubrick’s apocalyptic comedy 
Dr. Strangelove or: How I Learned to Stop 
Worrying and Love the Bomb was playing to 
enthusiastic crowds in movie theaters across 
America in 1964, just as Republican Barry 
Goldwater was challenging Democratic 
president Lyndon B. Johnson’s reelection. 
   Early in the campaign, Goldwater had 
imprudently recommended using low-yield 
nuclear weapons to defoliate forests and 
destroy supply lines in North Vietnam 
during the ongoing Vietnam War.

   When Goldwater’s campaign attempted to 
appeal to the gut instincts of Americans 
with the slogan “In your heart, you know 
he’s right,” Johnson’s campaign responded 
with the brilliant rejoinder, “In your guts, 
you know he's nuts!”—or, alternately, “In 
your heart, you know he might” (as in: he 
might push the nuclear button).
   The slogan inevitably called to mind Jack 
D. Ripper, the psychotic U.S. Air Force 
general in Dr. Strangelove, who deliberately 
sets off a nuclear war. In the movie, the 
Soviets—about to be attacked with nuclear 
weapons by U.S. bombers—reveal to the 
president the existence of a ‘doomsday 
device,’ set to detonate automatically in the 
event of a nuclear attack on the country. 
   What most Americans didn’t (and still  
don’t) know is that the ‘doomsday device’ 
was real—and is believed by many U.S. 
weapons experts to still be operational.



   Valery Yarynich served as a specialist in 
command, control, and communications in 
the Soviet Strategic Rocket Forces from 
1959 until 1986, and in retirement became a 
staunch advocate for nuclear disarmament.
   In 1984, Yarynich was tasked with fixing 
problems with a system designed to 
automatically launch Soviet intercontinental 
ballistic missiles in a retaliatory strike, 
should the Kremlin leadership ever be 
decapitated in a nuclear attack. 
   The project—which was tested later that 
year and became operational in 1985—was 
officially called Perimeter, but was known 
among the military brass as Dead Hand.
   The initial motivation for building the 
system was the bellicose rhetoric of U.S. 
president Ronald Reagan, as well his 
destabilizing space-based ‘Star Wars’ 
Nuclear Defense Initiative and the U.S. 
deployment of advanced, highly accurate 
submarine-launched nuclear missiles.
   If launched in close proximity to Russia, 
these missiles could cut the warning time of 
a first strike to only about three minutes—
insufficient time to mount a counter-attack. 
Perimeter was viewed as a low cost way to 
counter this threat until Russia’s inferior 
technology could catch up to the West’s.
   Perimeter was not a single device like the 
Strangelovian Doomsday device, but a 
large, complex network of interconnected 
systems. At its core was a commanding 
rocket with a  radiation-hardened radio 
transmitter which, once launched, would 
replace all presumably-destroyed ground 
based communication systems to land and 
sea-based missiles and strategic bombers. 
   Even after being activated, the system was 
not entirely automatic, relying on a low 
ranking officer in an underground bunker to 
actually launch the retaliatory strike. 

   In essence, Dead Hand was a kind of 
‘dead man’s switch,’ automatically enabling 
a retaliatory strike unless deactivated by an 
officer or its own computer software.
   Oddly, few people in Russia’s military 
command knew about the existence of 
Perimeter, because leaders feared Western 
spies would find out about it and cause the 
U.S. to devise a way to disable the system.
   Realizing that keeping the existence of 
such a system secret defeated its purpose as 
a deterrent to nuclear war, Yarynich shared 
information about Perimeter with American 
nuclear weapons security expert Bruce Blair 
after the fall of the Soviet Union in 1989.
(This was at considerable risk to Yarynich’s 
own security: One Soviet official who 
previously spoke with Americans about the 
system had died in a fall down a staircase.)
   Ironically, the true purpose of Dead Hand 
was not so much to deter the U.S. from 
launching a first strike attack, but to deter 
the Russians themselves from responding to 
a presumed attack too hastily. 
   There had been a number of close calls in 
which either the U.S. or Soviet military had 
mistakenly concluded that such an attack was 
underway, and the existence of the system 
gave Russian leaders some extra breathing 
time in a crisis, knowing retaliation would be 
automatic. According to Yarynich, Perimeter 

was intended “to avoid a tragic mistake.”
   As recently as 2018, Russian officials 
confirmed that an upgraded Perimeter 
system still existed, and might again become 
operational in the event the U.S. continued 
in its attempts to reinstall nuclear missiles in 
Europe, as was indeed later the case.
  Ironically, Yarynich, who died in 2012 at 
the age of 75, was once described by fellow 
anti-nuclear campaigner as “a Doctor 
Strangelove who came in from the cold.” ◾


